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CRIZEN'S JOURNEY 


The astronauts loaded the last piece of cargo 
onto the ship’s dock. With its large front loading bay 
door open, the astronauts worked feverishly to load 
supplies and specimens to make their launch window. 
The star ship, Daedalus, rested firmly on top of a field 
of grass on the planet Trappist 4, seven light years 
from Earth. 

The Daedalus is a new star cruiser and was 
commissioned for Trappist 4 specifically. It boasts the 
latest in star engine technology, crews cabins for three, 
and a front-loading cargo bay door for easy entry. The 
interior is intentionally bright, white walls and white 
equipment to brighten the ship and its passenger’s 
moods on long journeys. It is the first of Earth's new 
line of ships, which travel the stars and have the ability 
to land on the planets without a separate landing 
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vehicle. 

Jonathan Crizen was chosen to captain the new 
cruiset due to his experience and longevity in space. 
He needs no introduction, as he has a large celebrity 
following on Earth for space exploration. He is in his 
early forties, with blond hair and is as physically fit as 
someone half his age. He has always been able to nab 
any new, exciting space exploration mission. With 
Jonathan’s devotion to space, he is the go-to man to 
command the science mission to Trappist 4. 

Jonathan moved the last hovering cargo crate 
inside the dock and glanced down at his silver and gold 
digital watch to monitor the time. The magnetic lock 
on the crate clicked and attached itself to the haul of 
the ship with a gentle clang. Jonathan walked back 
down the dock for one last glimpse of the alien world. 
He felt as if he didn't want to leave this barren grassy 
world. Its lands reminded him of the grassy treeless 
fields of the Great Plains. 

This world was completely untouched and crying 
out for exploration. Its dark blue sky and green grassy 
fields were strikingly similar to that of Earth. However, 
its vast oceans from space looked light purple, yet 
from the ground they were blue. The planets are so 
similar, yet so different that Jonathan nicknamed the 
planet “Earth’s distant cousin’. 

Lieutenant Aaron walked up behind Jonathan 
breathing heavily after moving the final items into the 
cargo. “Come on Captain! Two more minutes and 
this bird flies!” relayed Aaron. 
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“Yeah, I know,” said Jonathan with a sigh. “If we 
forget something, we aren’t coming back.” 

The two astronauts walked up the cargo dock as 
the docking bay door automatically shut behind them. 
They walked past various crates packed with as many 
plant species as they could find. Green grasses, red 
grasses, purple flowers, small weeds, anything that 
could be grabbed to be studied. Now attached to the 
haul, the cargo crates entered into their freeze mode to 
safely store the contents for the seven month long 
journey to Earth. 

However, two crates stored something different. 
Inside were two rat like creatures Jonathan was able to 
catch upon waking one morning and finding the 
creatures around their camp. They were small, about 
the size of a man’s fist and covered in soft charcoal 
fur. Their backs were lined with large pointed spines 
and their mouths looked so vicious that they could 
easily rip the flesh off of their prey. They have three 
pronged pointy toes on each leg and a tail as long as 
their midsection. They look vicious, but they are very 
gentle. Jonathan had no trouble catching two 
specimens by baiting them with crumbled crackers. 

“Do you think the alien creatures can survive the 
cargo freeze?” asked Jonathan as he watched one of 
the creatures looking at him through a breathing hole. 

“I don’t know Jon. We aren't even authorized to 
bring back actual moving, living creatures on this trip. 
It’s foolish to do this,” Aaron snapped angrily. 

“Yeah, yeah. There’s something about these 
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creatutes. They will be a benefit, I can feel it. I couldn't 
pass it up.” 

“Youre going to get fired is whats going to 
happen. This totally breaks protocol. You know you 
shouldn’t be bringing back unknown, living species to 
Earth,” said Aaron as he shook a crate to check its 
sturdiness. 

“Don’t worry, Pll take the heat for this one,” said 
Jonathan without any worries. 

“T-minus forty-five seconds until lift off. Captain, 
are we all strapped in and ready to go?” said the 
booming voice of Chuck Espy, the ship's pilot. 

Jonathan and Aaron buckled themselves into 
nearby seats inside the docking bay. Jonathan noticed 
Aaron’s hands trembling as he tried to click the silver 
buckles together. Aaron was terrified of take-offs. 

Before sitting down, Jonathan pushed the talk 
button on the ship’s loudspeaker. 

“Strapping in now Espy, we are a go for launch,” 
relayed Jonathan. 

The Daedalus launched with ease and punched 
through the Trappist 4 sky without much turbulence. 
Jonathan observed the ship’s progress through the 
porthole to the right of him. He watched as the sky 
went from blue, to a light translucent purple and 
eventually fading to black. Stars began to sprinkle 
their white light into the porthole. Aaron had his eyes 
tightly shut, hoping all would be over soon. He didn’t 
notice when the ship broke into the darkness of space. 

“Successfully broke orbit, punching in the 


DREW D. LENHART 


coordinates now. Chill out guys, we have a seven 
month journey ahead of us,” said Espy calmly over the 
ship’s loudspeaker. 

Jonathan un-clicked the buckles to his seat and 
leaned over to Aaron, who was gripping the armchair 
as if his life depended upon them. Aaron opened his 
eyes to see his grinning companion. 

“Relax, we made it,” said Jonathan smiling. 

“Thanks Jon,’ barked Aaron, instantly 
remembering the danger his Captain had brought 
onboatd. “I noticed you didn’t set the animal’s crates 
to freeze mode!” 

“No, I didn’t. I think we should ensure they stay 
alive. Don’t worry, I will handle everything my friend.” 

“You freeze those things, Jon. The scientists can 
study those things just as effectively if they are dead!” 
yelled Aaron. 


+++ 


Latet Jonathan brought crackers to the loading 
dock, remembering how they devoured the food when 
he had initially caught them. As he walked up to the 
crates, the creatures were walking in circles inside the 
crates and were rubbing their sharp spines on the 
sides. It sounded like dozens of nails on a chalkboard, 
with the sound of metal rubbing on metal. The sound 
was excruciating at times. 

Jonathan crumbled the crackers and started 
dropping them into the breathing holes and brushed 
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the crumbs off of his pant leg. The creatures took no 
notice of the food and continued rubbing their spines 
around the edges of the crate. He was perplexed why 
they were doing this and decided to leave, thinking his 
presence disturbed them. 


+++ 


As Jonathan tried sleeping that night, the ship 
grew quiet. Most non-critical systems entered into 
hibernation mode. The distant sound of the creature’s 
spines scraping along the inside of the metal crate 
could be distantly heard in the sleeping quarters. He 
laid in his bunk, counting each time one of the 
creatures rubbed its spine on the sides of the crate. He 
pictured in his head how many laps around the inside 
of the container they were making. 

The noises stopped and Jonathan fell asleep. 


+++ 


The ship’s loudspeaker clicked on with Aaron’s 
docking bay immediately!!!” 

Jonathan burst into the cargo hold to find Aaron 
pacing around frantically. He was dressed in his white 
mechanics jumpsuit looking under crates as if 
something had dropped. 

“What is it?” questioned Jonathan. 

“Those dang creatures of yours, they got out!! 
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Look at the crates!” 

Both crates, which had contained the creatures, 
appeared to be cut off mid-section. The top of the 
crates were just lying on the floor. Inside, the slash 
marks from the spines of the creatures had created 
hundreds of lacerations into the sides of the metal 
crate. They managed to eventually cut the top off. 
Jonathan inspected the cut marks closely. He touched 
the edges, pricking his index finger which caused him 
to jump. 

“Unbelievable!! Thats why they were scraping the 
sides! I can’t believe it! Smart, little things!”, said 
Jonathan with admiration and shock holding his 
wounded finger. 

“Well, believe it! Now we have an alien species 
loose on the ship!” yelled Aaron. 

“Let’s lock down the docking bay until they are 
found,” said Jonathan. He walked towards the entry 
hatch and locked it from the inside, in order to keep 
Espy from inadvertently walking into the bay. 

Jonathan grabbed a nearby mechanics jumpsuit, 
similar to Aaron’s, and hurriedly threw it on, practically 
jumping into it. He quickly pulled the zipper up, 
getting his shirt stuck in the process, snagging his 
already cut finger. He looked over to see Aaron 
moving aside the cut-up crates. He was unclicking 
them from the magnetic lock and letting the hover 
feature move them aside. 

Aaron began to get more panicked, moving aside 
anything in his path. “I don’t see them Jon!” 
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A loud screech stopped both astronauts in their 
tracks. It was a blood-curdling screech and sounded 
like a high-pitched vulture. The two men had never 
heard these types of noises coming from the creatures 
since they had been captured. The noises they were 
hearing now came as a complete surprise, they were 
usually quiet. 

Jonathan felt more reassured hearing the loud 
screeches. The creatures were still in the cargo bay 
and not in the rest of the ship. The echo of the 
screeching noises multiplied and was impossible to 
pinpoint their exact location. The creatures appeared 
to feed off one another with the screeching. Perhaps it 
was a form of communication. 

Aaron grabbed the emergency axe, which was 
secured to the wall of the cargo bay with a high- 
powered magnet. He pried as hard as he could until 
his strength overpowered the security magnet. 

“Found one, in the corner, by the bay door!” said 
Aaron, rushing over in that direction. 

Out of the corner of Jonathan's eye he spotted the 
other creature suddenly lingering by the hatch door he 
locked earlier. It appeared to be looking up and 
sniffing at the handle. The creature was no longer the 
size of a fist, it now was about the size of a small 
rabbit. Its spines had grown longer as well, roughly six 
inches and still appearing razor sharp. Its fur was 
bushy and thick. The creature didnt show any 
aggression, only curiosity. 

“Found the other one. This one looks larger than 
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before!” said Jonathan perplexed. 

“Jon, we only caught two of these things, right?” 
questioned Aaron in a panic. 

“Yes, only two. You were right there with me 
when I captured them,” replied Jonathan. 

“Then why do I see more small creatures under 
the workbench?” questioned Aaron. 

Jonathan spun around and locked his eyes on six 
small creatures underneath the work table. They were 
smaller than the original creatures that were captured. 
Their spines were smaller, a few inches and fur not 
fully grown. They were pacing and sniffing the dock 
floor appearing as if they were unsure what to do. 

Jonathan grew worried he had captured a creature 
that was pregnant. He knew he had only captured two 
of the creatures; and at the time, they were quite small. 
He couldn’t think of a reasonable explanation of how 
they grew overnight. Jonathan’s mind flooded with 
questions as he stood staring down at the small 
creatures. Perhaps the new environment spurred new 
growth? Is this why there wasn’t much life on 
Trappist 42 Was one or both of the creatures pregnant 
before they were captured? 

“I can’t believe this, there are more!” exclaimed 
Aaron, “Look around closely, they are on top of the 
specimen crates and everywhere!” 

Aaron was correct. In all locations around the bay 
were random small creatures poking and prodding 
their new environment. On top of crates, below crates, 
and in front of the hatch door, one even came out 
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beneath a crate up to Jonathan's boot to explore. 

“There has to be about forty of them now. What 
are we going to do Jon?” asked Aaron in a frenzy. “We 
can’t open the hatch until this is contained! We need 
to kill them, kill them all! This mission is in jeopardy!” 

With axe in hand, Aaron headed towards the 
largest creature by the bay door. He walked as silently 
as he could, so as not to deter the creature. He raised 
the axe over his head and gripped the axe as hard as he 
could, ready to strike. 

The creature looked up at Aaron and instantly let 
out a large screech. Soon after, all the creatures in the 
room joined in screeching. The sound penetrated his 
very soul. Aaron dropped the axe by his feet to cover 
his ears, kneeling in agony. Jonathan hunched over and 
crammed his fingers into ears to muffle as much noise 
as possible. 

The screeching continued for what seemed like ten 
minutes before stopping. Aaron uncovered his ears 
and yelled to Jonathan, “Let’s blow the hatch and suck 
these things into space, it’s the only way to be sure we 
got rid of them all!” 

“No, I won’t authorize it. We will lose everything, 
the plant specimens, everything we worked so hard 
for, it will all be gone!” pleaded Jonathan. 

“If we don’t do this, we could risk a catastrophe 
on Earth!” 

Jonathan looked down at several small creatures 
scurrying across the bay floor, “OK, lets do it. If 
those things grew so quickly on this ship, I can’t 
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imagine what they would do on Earth.” 

Both astronauts in agreement, silently walked to a 
compartment where their spacesuits are located. The 
suits ate cream-colored suits with black gloves and 
boots all attached in a one-piece suit. A bright colored 
patch on the right shoulder of each suit showed the 
logo of the mission. Each astronaut climbed into their 
spacesuit carefully, taking great care not to agitate one 
of the nearby creatures one leg at a time. Jonathan 
slowly pulled the suit around his arms and slowly 
zipped up the suit trying not to make noise. 

As both astronauts began to put on their helmets, 
Jonathan noticed the creatures began coming out of 
their hiding spots and were becoming more familiar 
with the environment. Soon the cargo bay was 
coveted with sixty or more small sized creatures, all 
looking about the same height and weight. He moved 
the lever on his helmet until it clicked into place and 
he could feel the oxygen pour into the suit. 

Jonathan grabbed two security straps handing one 
of them to Aaron. He secured one end of the strap to 
the belt of his space suit, and the other end to the 
interior hatch door. 

Jonathan pushed the speak button on the 
loudspeaker communication panel, “Espy, can you 
hear me?” 

The loudspeaker clicked back, “Yes, Captain.” 

“I need you to follow my orders. In thirty 
seconds, I need you open the cargo bay door. We 
have a situation with the creatures and we need to 
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terminate them,” explained Jonathan. 

“Yes sit, thirty seconds, no problem,” answered 
Espy. 

While Aaron was busy securing his strap to the 
door hatch, Jonathan knelt down and picked up three 
of the smaller creatures gathering around his feet. 
They were roughly the size of a small mouse. The 
thickness of his glove protected his hand from the 
creature’s sharp spines. He looked in Aaron’s 
direction to be sure he wasn’t looking his way. He 
knew if Aaron saw what he was going to do, he would 
never hear the end of it. 

Jonathan stuffed the three creatures in the pouch 
of his spacesuit and zipped it shut. He could feel the 
creatures squirming through his suit. He grew 
concerned the creature’s spines would puncture a hole 
through his suit, but he thought he might have enough 
time to get them out after all the oxygen and contents 
of the cargo bay were jettisoned into space. 

“Five seconds!” relayed Espy over the 
loudspeaker. 

Aaron glanced at Jonathan through the helmet as 
both men grabbed any available handle on the hatch. 
The alert system began buzzing indicating that the 
сагоо Бау door was about to open. 

The cargo bay door began to inch open; and 
instantly, the oxygen was being sucked out with an 
amazingly strong and intense force. Jonathan and 
Aaron could feel the force pulling them backwards as 
the gravity in the room began to dwindle. They hung 
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onto the handles as hard as their strength could hold. 
The cargo bay door continued opening. All loose 
objects in the room instantly rose up and sucked out 
of the opening. The cargo crates securely attached to 
the walls were instantly ripped off. Jonathan looked up 
inside his helmet to see all the creatures being sucked 
out of the room and into the abyss of space. The door 
opened a few feet more and the force grew and was so 
intense, it caused Aaron and Jonathan to lose their 
hold on the hatch. 

Aaron and Jonathan began to get sucked back to 
the cargo door before their security harness caught 
them causing their backs to arch backwards. Jonathan 
screamed through his space suit as he felt the belt 
squeeze his ribs. 

Jonathan looked out through his helmet and 
noticed Aaron’s security harness beginning to give way 
at the hatch. He yelled as loud as he could, but his 
voice was drowned out by the loud noise of all the 
oxygen being ejected from the room. Aaron’s back 
arched backwards toward the bay door and Jonathan 
couldn’t tell if he was unconscious. He felt hopeless, 
watching and knowing he could not help his traveling 
companion. 

The security harness broke free of its hold on the 
hatch and Aaron’s body flew towards the bay door. 
His helmet hit the door and the glass spiderwebbed. 
Jonathan was looking up and saw the oxygen was 
instantly sucked out of his helmet. He felt completely 
helpless knowing he could not help his companion and 
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watched his body disappear into space. 

The roaring of the oxygen stopped and the objects 
stopped jettisoning out of the bay as the room’s 
environment became part of space. Jonathan’s body 
floated in the center of the room attached to the 
harness. 

Slowly, the cargo bay door began closing and the 
alert system began to buzz again. Minutes later the 
room began to normalize with fresh oxygen as if a 
blast of wind consumed the room. Jonathan’s body 
dropped to the floor like a stone, causing his already 
bruised ribs more pain as gravity was restored. 

Kneeling, Jonathan unclipped the latch on his 
helmet and dropped it to his side. The hatch behind 
him squealed open as Espy unlatched the heavy door. 

“Everything alright in here?” asked Espy as he 
peeped through the door. 

“No! Nothing is alright!” shouted Jonathan, as 
tears began to gather at the corners of his eyes. “We 
lost Aaron!” 

Jonathan slumped forward, exhausted. As he 
leaned forward, he could feel slight movements around 
the pouch where he stuck the creatures. They were still 
alive! 

Jonathan jerked up into a sitting position excited 
and surprised at the same time. He was feeling more 
hopeful that his mission wasn’t a complete failure. He 
unzipped the pouch to find all three creatures looking 
up at him and appeared to be unharmed and was 
surprised they had survived the incident. 
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“What the heck are those things?” asked Espy 
standing over Jonathan's shoulder looking in disbelief. 

Jonathan frowned, “The only thing we have left to 
show for all of our time and effort on Trappist 4.” 


+++ 


Jonathan sat in the co-pilots chair next to Espy as 
he monitored the ship controls. He centered a security 
camera directly at the new crates containing the 
creatures and was watching them nervously. He had 
set the crates to a seven month freeze cycle and took 
no chances this time. 

“This is going to end your career Jonathan, both 
our careers,” said Espy as the control and computer 
screen lights beamed on his face. “Heck, you will be 
lucky if those creatures don’t get named after you!!”’ 

“I disagree,’ grumbled Jonathan, unwilling to 
accept defeat. 
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HELLO COMPUTER 


I stared at our first electrical bill and couldn't 
move. Down at the bottom, the last number listed by 
the bolded word TOTAL. The number was high. Sky 
high. It was almost as much as our house payment. 

Mom is going to freak. We barely have any money 
left over after moving into the new house. This will 
probably mean extra shifts at the diner for Mom. In 
fact, it might mean extra shifts for me too, ugh. I was 
coming up on fifteen and working as a busboy at a 
local diner is not fun work, at all. 

I could not believe it, and I stared longer at the 
bill. I took the time to appreciate the power company’s 
blue logo, before quickly hating it and wanting to curse 
out loud. I wanted to scream. 

We've only lived in the house for a month and a 
half. There was no logical reason why it could be this 
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high. It has to be a fluke. Calling the power company 
did no good as the lady on the phone insisted the bill 
was correct, looking up on her computer several times 
to verify. I even asked her to triple check, for good 
measure. 

She loudly tapped away on her keyboard. The 
punching sound of each keystroke echoed through the 
phone’s speaker, agitating my ears. Somehow, we had 
gone through enough energy to power our home, plus 
another. 

How? Everything we own is still meticulously 
packed away in boxes and stacked in our living room. 
We have nothing plugged in yet except for the 
essentials. 

Mom and I moved into this house with much 
eagerness. She saved every penny she could for years 
working double and sometimes triple shifts just to 
scrape enough money together for this house! 

Apartment living had slowly eroded our faith in 
humanity. Home ownership was our only escape from 
the craziness that ensued at the apartment building: 
guns, violence and loud parties just to name a few. It 
took us several years of saving. Close to eight years but 
we made it to homeownership. We were finally free. 

Finding our new house couldn’t have come at a 
better time as Mom finally snapped on one of the 
neighbors. It was the constant noise abuse from the 
neighbor above us. I had always known it was only a 
matter of time. 


DISTANT SCI-FI STORIES 
+++ 


It was now two and a half months into living at 
the new house, all the boxes ate unpacked. I stood on 
the porch in the 110° heat and chuckled. 

After growing up in southern Texas, I was used to 
the heat, this was nothing, totally normal. Living in the 
great state of Texas had conditioned me, prepared me. 
It also contributed to my year-round tanned skin and 
dirty blonde hair. Pm not sure if the Texas heat gave 
me my height, but I was becoming super tall for my 
age nearing six foot. 

I opened the metal flap to our black stainless-steel 
mailbox mounted to the house, admiring my 
somewhat limited do-it-yourself skills. A new mailbox 
was my first project, I was proud of the effort. 

I grabbed the days mail and noticed the blue logo 
of the power company in the top left corner. My heart 
sank a little, instantly remembering how painful it was 
for Mom to pay off the last one. I ripped it open on 
the spot, allowing the envelope to slowly float to the 
ground. 

Once again, the bill was high, too high. I wadded 
the bill into a ball and threw it against the wall in anger. 
I walked inside and let the screen door slam against the 
door jam. 


+++ 


'Thtee and a half months now at the new house, 
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Pm again staring down at the next electricity bill. I 
managed to grab the bill before Mom had the chance 
to stress over it. 

Somehow, it’s higher than the previous month! 
Mom stepped out onto the porch while I stared down 
at the bill. She stood next to me in her blue tank top 
and shorts, almost afraid to come outside, afraid that 
the sun would burn her fair skin. 

“Darren, why don’t we call the power company or 
an electrician? They can come out with their little 
tester things and find out what the problem is.” 
suggested Mom, acting like the know-it-all of 
electricity. 

“Tester things?” I questioned. “I suppose they 
could come out and at least do something or give 
some kind of advice.” 

I wouldn’t know, I wasn’t anywhere near an expert 
of any kind. 

“Perfect, Pll see if we can get someone out here as 
soon as possible!” said Mom. 


+++ 


The electrician packed up his testing equipment 
and carefully wrapped the wiring of the testing ptongs 
around his tinted yellow voltmeter. 

“I don’t know what to tell you,” said the 
electrician. “I’ve checked every outlet. Pve checked 
each of the big appliances with a watt usage monitor. 
Pve even checked that the electrical box is updated. 
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Evetything looks good.” 

“How about the electrical work? Come on, there 
has to be something,” I complained, all the while 
leaning against a wall with both of my hands in my 
pockets. 

“All the wiring in the house is up to code, 
everything is wired correctly. Heck, almost everything 
is brand new. There is nothing in this house that is 
drawing that much power to cause your bill to 
skyrocket,” he said. 

I looked down at my feet, “There has to be 
something, some direction to take.” 

“I do have a theory and what I think you should 
try next.” 

I looked up at the electrician with one last glimmer 
of hope, thinking of the last dreadful option: we may 
have to move out or worse yet, go back to apartment 
living. I dreaded the thought 

“You should have the utility company come out 
and mark where underground electrical lines. Have 
them check all over your property. Sometimes people 
steal!” he said. 

“Steal what? Electricity?” I asked. 

“Yep, I’ve seen this before. For instance, I’ve seen 
people run electrical lines over to a neighbor's 
outbuilding and siphon off their power. It’s pretty rare, 
but it happens from time-to-time. How long have you 
lived here?” he asked. 

“Almost four months,” I answered. 

“It’s possible. You never know what kind of deals 
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the previous owners had with other people in the 
neighborhood. It’s something to look into next.” 


+++ 


It took two more weeks and receiving another 
devastating electric bill for the utility company to come 
around. The representative was a tall, overweight man 
with large a handlebar mustache and greasy, long hair. 
He wore his bright, neon yellow utility jacket while he 
held his utility device with both hands. 

I met him in the front lawn and he barely 
acknowledged my existence. Apparently, I was a ghost. 
I don’t mind as long as he finds something. I stood 
by, watching as he swayed his device back and forth. 
It was a device the size of a baseball bat, a computer 
screen at the top handle, and a sensor at the other end. 
As it beeped along, he pressed a button on his device 
and it sprayed red paint out the bottom of it. Red 
indicated there is an electrical line buried. He 
continued to sway the device back and forth, all the 
while spraying red paint up to the house. 

He looked over to me as he approached the side 
of the house, “Must be your main feed. Ain’t nothing 
else coming in here in the front. PI do the back really 
quick and be on my way.” 

I followed along, as he continued swaying his 
device, until we reached the backyard—our disgusting 
backyard. Our property butts up to a woods at the 
back. The home to the left is a vacant home, long ago 
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abandoned by its owners. To the right of us, an old 
woman lives there whom we’ve barely seen. Luckily, 
both properties have a privacy fence. Combined with 
the woods and the fences, the backyard provides great 
privacy fot us. Mom has dreamt of the possibilities 
from the first moment we saw the backyard. 

The yard was burnt to a crisp from the summer 
heat. With drought and water restrictions placed on 
watering lawns occurring so frequently and pretty 
much all summer, the lawn suffered. 

As I was looking at the burnt grass in disgust, the 
device beeped. The utility man had found something 
in the middle of the back yard and began marking the 
location. He sprayed four lines in the direction of the 
woods before the beeping stopped, “Stops here in the 
middle of your yard. Let's check and see if this line 
leads to your house.” 

He guessed correctly and marked a straight red 
dotted line leading to the outside electrical meter. A 
thought screamed at me in the back of my mind. The 
house was built in the mid-twentieth century during an 
era of much fear. I was about to blurt out what the 
mystery could possibly be, but the utility man yelled, “I 
bet you, there is an old bomb shelter buried in your 
yard!” 

“It does make more sense, but not why there is 
power down there. And why did the problem just start 
now? We received an average electric bill from 
previous owner and nothing too crazy high,” I 
responded. 
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“Who knows? Did you flip on any breakers when 
you moved in?” asked the utility man, standing with 
his meter thrown over his right shoulder. 

The thought of move in day popped into my head. 
That day was a day hotter than normal with blistering 
weather, a super-hot day even to my standards. It was 
so hot it looked like the house could melt away while 
we moved our belongings out of the moving truck. 

He was right! 

The house was vacant for several months, and the 
realtor explained the house was without power before 
handing over the keys to us. On the first day when we 
moved in, I flipped on several unlabeled breakers in 
the basement! 

“I think you need to get someone in here and dig 
this up, find out what's running in there,” the utility 
man said, stating the obvious. 


+++ 


Robert, my neighbor, lives across the street and 
owns a lawn service with all kinds of equipment he’s 
purchased over the years. He is a chipper old man with 
balding, grey hair, in his mid-fifties perhaps. 

He’s a friendly guy, always willing to help. He 
even tried helping us move in that fateful hot move-in 
day. 

I patiently waited for him to get his mail one 
afternoon, waiting until he limped to his mailbox 
knowing Pd have enough time to catch his attention. I 
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always wondered if he had an interesting story behind 
his limp, perhaps an old interesting war story. I was 
too afraid to ask. 

I ran outside, pretending as if I were doing 
something in the yard and struck up a conversation. I 
tried to explain the situation. 

Robert listened quietly while he held his mail. 
Looking as if he were eager to open them like an 
impatient child. I rambled on every detail I could think 
of while he listened. I explained I would like to 
uncover or at least find the entrance to the shelter. 

Robert agreed and looked immensely intrigued 
himself. He relayed he could help over the weekend as 
not to interfere with his business work and would be 
happy to come over with his excavator, all for a free 
dinner at Mom’s diner. 

I agreed on her behalf thinking she wouldn’t mind. 


Mom and I enjoyed the bright, Saturday morning. 
Well, Mom did anyways. 

It was almost too bright as we ate our breakfast in 
the sunroom off the back of the house. The sun did 
everything it could do to bounce off every bright and 
reflective surface in sight, including my plate. I had to 
close my eyes as I shoveled scrambled eggs into my 
mouth. 

Our peaceful morning soon turned into a loud 
rumbling noise. I looked up at Mom and saw just past 
her in the distance Robert driving his small excavator 
into our backyard. The diesel engine’s exhaust roared 
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loudly and swirled around the side of the house. It 
filtered into the suntoom's screen windows, unsettling 
out peaceful morning with the smell of diesel and 
noise. 

Mom turned up her nose as she ate her breakfast 
and breathed in engine exhaust. 

The little boy in me rushed to finish what I was 
doing and ran inside to put on some clothes. I could 
feel Mom’s disapproving stare drilling into the back of 
my head. 

By the time I reached the backyard, Robert had 
already excavated most of it, without me. I was so 
disappointed. Robert had large mounds of dirt already 
piling up at the edges. Inside the hole, the shelter 
looked like a concrete box! Dirt still lay on the box as 
Robert did the best he could with the bucket of the 
excavator. 

He was able to find all the edges which went down 
about five feet. The side closest to the house had a 
cylinder shaft higher than the concrete container with a 
door hatch on top of it. 

I felt a little stupid, as the hatch would only have 
been a few inches under the soil. A simple metal 
detector and shovel probably could have discovered 
the door. 

The rumble of the diesel engine quit and Robert 
looked down at the shelter, “There she is, it’s a bomb 
shelter alright.” 

“The hatch door, how in the heck am I going to 
get that open?” I said, inspecting the rusty edges of the 


26 


DISTANT ŚCI-FI STORIES 


door. Looking at it made me feel like I could contract 
tetanus. 

“Easy! Use a hammer to move the handle in the 
open position, and then hook up a chain to the 
excavator and pull it open!” explained Robert. 

He was right. It was easy, or Robert made it look 
easy. In no time at all, he pounded the rusted hatch 
handle into the open position and was pulling the door 
open with the excavator. The hatch screeched open, 
possibly waking the neighborhood. 

As I peered into the entrance, Robert hobbled 
over to join me. We looked into the uncovered shelter 
together. Attached to the inside, a metal ladder led all 
the way to the bottom and was covered with rust, dust, 
and dirt. 

“Robert, you’ve lived across the street from here 
for years, correct? None of the previous owners 
mentioned something like this?” I questioned, looking 
over at Robert. 

“I briefly met the man and his wife. He was some 
sort of college professor. They both kept to 
themselves. Friendly though, he always waved to me 
but never said much more than hello,” replied Robert. 

I focused on the entrance shaft, trying to count 
the number of steps on the ladder. 

“Sorry I can’t stay longer Darren, but I need to 
leave. Tell me what you and your Mom find down 
there? Also, tell your mother, don’t forget about my 
free dinner!” said Robert smiling as he returned to the 
excavator. 
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I nodded as I continued peering into the entrance. 
My eagerness to get to the bottom of the mystery 
slightly worried me that this would become an 
obsession. 

What was down there? Would I simply find a 
room with old degrading survival supplies? It could be 
empty or maybe there is something more. Thoughts of 
previous owners storing their valuables and finding 
those treasures intrigued me. Every time I thought 
about the bunker, I couldn't stop thinking about the 
possibilities. 

It was time to get dirty and find the reality. 


+++ 


My foot disturbed about a half inch of dust which 
had been resting peacefully on the rusty, metal ladder. 
I felt like I was disturbing sacred ground. 

I used my foot to kick off the layer of dust before 
placing the middle of my foot firmly onto the step. I 
repeated the process on the next step and continued 
on until I reached the bottom of the floor. 

At the base of the ladder, the years of dirt falling 
through the hatch crack became compressed 
underneath my footsteps. I clicked the flashlight on 
and looked around. The room was small and square- 
shaped, about 4 by 4. A rusty cylinder-shaped unit 
was mounted on the wall, about the size of a garbage 
can with a pipe leading into the room and the other 
end leading up towards the hatch entrance. As I 
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looked closet, on a fading manufacturer label, I could 
barely make out the text ‘Carbon Dioxide Scrubber’. 

My eye caught a second pipe leading out of the 
bunker next to the CO2 scrubber pipe. I followed it 
with the flashlight as it twisted around each corner of 
the room down to the bottom corner of the small 
entryway. I didn’t notice it at first, as it was rather 
small. A gas generator sat perfectly tucked into the 
corner with the pipe connected to its exhaust output, 
smart! It looked brand new, preserved by the sealed 
environment of the bunker. 

I inspected the generator, noticing it looked like 
nothing more than an old style internal combustion 
lawnmower engine, mounted on a piped reinforced 
cage for easy transportation. I noticed the engine had a 
rather large gasoline tank, which was probably 
intended so the owner wouldn’t have to refuel as 
often. 

Behind me, a grey metal door was propped open 
about an inch. I was standing in the entryway of the 
bomb shelter. My mind seemed to accept this was 
normal for bomb shelters, even though I had no 
working knowledge of them. 

I used the flashlight to inspect the door. It was as 
normal as any other metal door. Untouched by 
weather and age, it looked brand new with a shiny, 
silver handle. Shifting the flashlight to my right hand, I 
grabbed the handle and pulled it open. The door 
screeched as its metal rubbed against the door jamb, 
causing my head to sink in agony. Almost instantly, 
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hot air rushed out of the room as if a heater had just 
kicked on. Immediately, my eyes started to dry out and 
I blinked several times to tegain clarity. 

Inside, the room was filled with darkness, except 
for several small red and green blinking lights, all 
flashing this way and that in different and seemingly 
random patterns. The hot air dissipated from the room 
and normalized to the outside temperature. 

I stepped inside, shining the flashlight in front of 
me. I moved the light quickly back and forth to get the 
lay of the room. It was quite large, a roughly 12’ by 12’ 
room. The sound of several large machines hummed 
on both sides of the small space. The reflection of the 
flashlight shone off of what looked like a computer 
monitor sitting at the far end of the room. Two lights 
hung from the ceiling with the beam of the flashlight 
bouncing off their rims. I looked around for the 
switch. 

As with any typical room, the switch was located 
by the door. I pulled the switch up and it resisted, 
much like everything else here. It didn’t give into 
change but I forced it into the up position. It snapped 
loudly with a mix of fresh energy and popped as the 
room was filled with light. 

The room was incredible. I was expecting a 
shelter: food, beds, and endless supplies in the advent 
of a nuclear war. But none of the things you would 
typically find in a bomb shelter were there. What I was 
standing in seemed like a datacenter. An old datacenter 
from the past, complete with raised flooring and a 
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room so loud with computer equipment, you couldn't 
think. 

To my left and right, the large black mainframes 
hummed. The units stood taller than me, two on each 
side of me. The branding showed ST/400 on each unit 
in the upper left-hand corner. The logo was red and 
indented and each unit had four rows of its own, 
which looked like rows and rows of logic boards with 
their blinking lights shining through the plastic 
protective door cover. 

I've seen pictures of these mainframes in images 
on the internet, but I’ve never seen one up close. I 
even remember using the pictures of these exact 
machines in an old middle school report about vintage 
computers! 

Being a bit of a computer nerd myself, I've never 
really seen the inside of a room like this. Modern data 
centers these days are much mote efficient than the 
time era this equipment is from. We no longer needed 
giant buildings housing endless rows of computer 
servers to serve the world's internet and computing 
needs; instead, modular data centers orbit the Earth. 

My eyes locked onto the terminal at the end of the 
room, a beige computer monitor. I walked past the 
mainframes closer to the terminal, leaving footprints 
on the dirty floor. This room hasn't been occupied in 
thirty or more years I guessed. Further, just past the 
mainframes, there stood smaller half size mainframe 
units with large spinning circles. Tape drives perhaps, 
spinning to the exact location that the computer is 
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seeking. 

There were four of these units in total, all lined up 
nicely against the concrete wall. I assumed it was a 
storage array. The spinning wheels were spinning 
extremely fast for several seconds in a random pattern. 
They stopped and paused before picking back up 
again. Perhaps there was some program running on the 
mainframe needing data? 

I sat down on the stool before the terminal, 
wiping away excess dust before sitting. I clapped my 
hands together letting the dust float to the ground. 

A green line blinked on the lower left hand of the 
monitor. I supposed it was waiting for a command. I 
pounded the space bar several times. The cylinder tape 
drives to my left immediately spun and buzzed from 
the interaction. 

The mainframes came alive behind me with what 
sounded like a rush of a thousand fans synchronously 
starting and stopping at the same time. 

Green text began to appear on the screen, slowly, 
letter by letter. “Hello, would you like voice 
interaction? (YES/NO)” 

I looked at the keyboard for the keys and typed 
'YES' with my index finger. They keys looked dingy 
from use and the plastic looked like a murky yellow, 
showing its age. 

The cylinder drives buzzed again and a synthesized 
voice cracked over loudspeakers. I jumped up, startled 
by the crackling noise and noticed large speakers in 
the upper corners of the room. The noise sounded as 
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if the computer were trylng to adjust the sound 
volume as the speakers cracked and popped for several 
mote seconds. 

The synthesized voice began speaking as text 
appeared on the screen, "Hello, system diagnostics 
indicate that battery supply is no longer sufficient. 
Please enter current date followed by current time into 
the system." 

Looking down, I looked for the number row and 
punched in 08-20-2029 11:00AM and pressed enter. 

The computer buzzed for a few seconds before 
returning the blinking green line, "Would you like to 
replay the last calculated scenario?" asked the 
mainframe. 

Curiously, I typed "'YES' followed by the enter key. 
Nothing happened. I waited a few seconds before re- 
typing the command. 

The screen began to display new text and the 
mainframe stated, "Please press talk button on the 
microphone, otherwise exit program and answer NO 
on the voice interaction prompt." 

Next to the monitor stood a microphone. It was 
old and showing its rust. Below the microphone at the 
base, a faded green button. On the dingy button was a 
label and what looked like “TALK” written with a 
ballpoint pen. 

"Would you like to replay the last calculated 
scenario?" questioned the mainframe. 

I pushed the green talk button, unsure if the 
command would work. "Yes," I said. 
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The cylinder tape drives to my left instantaneously 
spun trying to retrieve records. It seemed as if this 
would be a normal occurrence. I took note of all the 
sounds of the moving pieces of the system and it was 
quite incredible. 

Trying to get past all the noises, I reminded myself 
that the technology was old and unlike the computers 
of today. 

“What is your name? Your speech patterns do not 
match the data stored in my database,” questioned the 
computer. 

“Darren,” I said holding the button. 

"Thank you. Based on the latest trending data, 
unless all human pollution activity ceases to end by 
2060, the atmosphere will no longer be able to harbor 
life." 

"I would be able to provide a more accurate 
scenario by entering the latest data. Are you able to 
update data for the last 30 years?" 

"No, I don't understand," I said while holding the 
talk button, "What is this system used for or what is 
your purpose?" 

"I was created by Professor Javier Holden of the 
University of Southern Technology to store and model 
climate data at various designated areas around the 
world. These areas continually fed data into my system 
to accurately model changes across the planet. My 
function is to create practical suggestions to resolve 
humanity's negative impact on the planet." stated the 
mainframe. 
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"I still don't understand. When were you created? 
You ate responding remarkably well to my speech." I 
stated not believing the situation. 

"As I stated, I was created by Javier Holden. My 
development was primarily conducted in the later 
1980’s with various research teams contributing 
programming and hardware. Professor Holden 
primarily developed my cognitive and speech engine. I 
officially came online in 1992." 

“So, you are some form of artificial intelligence?" I 
asked. 

“Yes, that is the best explanation.” 

I couldn't get over the idea of some kind of 
advanced artificial intelligence being created in that era 
of computing history. The responsiveness of the 
mainframe was superb and precise. I jokingly blurted 
out a joke to test the computer’s abilities, "Can you tell 
me why the chicken crossed the road?" 

I chuckled a little and waited for the computer’s 
reply. The mainframes fans kicked on momentarily 
before the loudspeaker cracked on, "To get to the 
other side, of course. However, there are other logical 
reasons for the chicken to cross the road, would you 
like to hear the top ten?" 

"No, thanks." I said disappointed, feeling 
outwitted by the computer. 

This machine was incredible and was ahead of its 
time. Each time I pressed the button on the 
microphone it translated my speech to text and I could 
hear the mainframe kick online trying to process and 
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understand the text. Incredible fot technology nearing 
40 years old. I asked the computer several more jokes 
out of curiosity if it could comprehend, as a test. If it 
did not know the answer, it asked me and stored the 
answet in its data bank. 

"I appreciate all of your questions, but would you 
like me to finish replaying the last calculated scenario?" 
questioned the computer again. 

"Yes, please do," I said more convinced of the 
computer’s validity. I was becoming more curious of 
the conclusions of the computer, and even more of the 
mysterious work of this Professor Holden. 

"Considering the last dataset is from September of 
1999, we must assume that human activity and 
pollution has increased as the population increases, 
correct?" questioned the computer. 

"Yes, yes I would assume so." I stated, not giving 
the full extent of the last thirty years. 

The computer was correct to assume so, as 
pollution has indeed increased. Air pollution is a 
dangerous problem for many cities and human health, 
massive deforestation, and reckless waste piling up in 
the oceans. The list goes on. 

"I recommend we follow and execute the last 
plan." 

"And what is that plan?" I asked perking up. 

"Professor Holden was able to tap into several 
nuclear power facilities across the world. After using 
all my system resources to gain access to these systems, 
we discovered massive security issues with these 
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facilities. If those facilities ate still online, I would be 
able to initiate a system meltdown causing multiple 
simultaneous nuclear explosions." 

"Why would you do that? The damage would be 
far greater and millions of people would diel!" I said, 
practically yelling at the computer. 

"Yes, precisely. Removing the human element out 
of the equation essentially stops the damage to the 
planet. The multiple explosions of the nuclear reactors 
would release enough dense smoke into the 
atmosphere to cool down the Earth for many, many 
years. This would give the planet ample time to repair 
itself.” 

I couldn’t help but think perhaps there was a good 
reason this computer equipment was sitting in this 
bomb shelter. This professor was planning to end the 
world in this very room. 

"It is the best scenario with the best chances for 
Earth's survival. However, my communications device 
is not able to communicate with the facilities. Do 
telephone lines still exist in 2029?" asked the 
computer. 

A bad feeling hovered over me as every hair on 
my neck stood straight up and my hands turned ice 
cold. I felt I had stumbled into a bad area of a city, 
and I had the feeling of knowing something bad might 
happen to me IfI stayed. 

It felt wrong, almost treasonous having this 
conversation with the computer. Hacking nuclear 
power facilities? This Professor was smart enough to 
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build this technology in a time where it was almost 
impossible. He built something incredible and was 
using it to destroy society, is that what he really 
wanted? 

“Darren, will you be able to help me with hooking 
up a telephone line?” asked the computer again. 

“Yes, I think they still exist but, ” I paused not 
knowing what to say. “I need to leave, it’s getting 
late.” I said getting up to leave. It was the only answer 
I was able to give the computer after hearing 
everything it told me. 

“Darren.” 

I climbed out of the room faster than I came 
down. 


+++ 


Mom grilled me over dinner asking me what was 
in the room. Knowing she would eventually go down 
there and check it out for herself, I decided to tell the 
truth. 

Well, almost all of the truth. I told her about all 
the equipment functioning and the old 1980's 
mainframe computer lining the sides of the room with 
a single monitor sitting on a table at the end. I told her 
it was possibly broken by age and I tried to get it to 
work and couldn’t get any output on the screen, 
skipping the whole plan to destroy the world. I told 
her when we moved in, we flipped on several of the 
unlabeled electrical breakers, and it caused our 
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astronomical electric bills. 

“So, ate you going to power down the 
equipment?” asked Mom while she scooped a fork full 
of mashed potatoes. 

“Yep. Pll power everything down. I'll find the 
breakers we originally turned on and make sure they 
stay off” 

What are we going to do with it?” she asked. 

“Not sure, I'll ask Robert if maybe he can help me 
take it apart, recycle it or something. Maybe we can 
use the room for which it was designed?” I suggested. 

Mom laughed, “Yes, because this day in age we 
need to worry about nuclear war!” 

I laughed, too. It was a silly notion, but after 
speaking to the computer it didn’t seem so silly. 

Later, I relaxed on the couch and flipped the TV 
channel to the news. Sometimes, it bored me enough 
to put me asleep. Perhaps it was a coincidence or fate 
was trying to tell me something. News cycle after 
news cycle reported issues around the world 

Half of the remaining Amazon rainforest is 
burning. The great plastic garbage patch in the Pacific 
Ocean is now the size of the United States. The 
President of the United States is considering a two- 
mile evacuation on the entire east coast of the United 
States in order to prepare for hurricane season. Last 
years hurricane season was brutal and killed 
thousands. Pollution in China and India is so bad, 
they must stop their manufacturing several days a week 
to help air quality. 
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I sat and thought about the computer in the bomb 
shelter. Could it be right about everything it said? If 
this Professor were alive today, what would he say, a 
giant I TOLD YOU SO? 

Much like the computer predicted, all of these 
issues happening in the world are due to humans! 

I couldn’t believe in my mind, I was starting to 
justify the computer’s outcomes. Destroy society so 
the Earth can have time to heal itself. Would it really 
be so sinister to try and save the planet? Maybe 
Professor Holden thought this way as well. What is 
the point of living if there is no planet to live on? 

What would Earth look like in another twenty 
years? How bad will the natural disasters be over 
time? Are we as a society even making a dent in using 
renewable resources to offset the fossil fuels? What 
happens when we cut down all the trees? 

My mind was spinning with questions about 
humanity's future. 


+++ 


I didn’t sleep at all, tossing and turning all night 
with questions I could not answer. I seemed to be 
trying to come to terms with the computer’s planned 
outcome in my delirious non-sleeping state; however, I 
was still in disbelief whether I could actually go 
through with it. 

Could I really do this? 

I spent most of Sunday morning in a zombified 
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state as I ate my breakfast. I couldn't shake the 
thoughts out of my head as I stared into my bowl of 
cereal stirring the milk in a circular motion. 

Mom banged away in the kitchen cleaning her 
morning mess obviously trying to get my attention 
while humming a song playing on the radio. Our 
kitchen is quite small but with newly updated 
cupboards, counters, floors and appliances. It was the 
only room in the house that looked new, which in 
itself would probably make a great feature in a 
magazine or something. The rest of the house looked 
like it creeped right out of the 1980’s. Mom jokes that 
I have a lot of renovating to do, and asks when I will 
be starting. I ignore it of course. 

“What’s wrong with you this morning?” she asked. 

“Oh nothing, couldn’t sleep last night, that's all.” I 
could never be truthful to her with what was really on 
my mind. 

“You would tell me if something were really 
bothering you, wouldn’t your” she asked as she threw 
a dish towel over her shoulder. 

“Yep, I would,” I said forcing a smile. I hated 
lying to my mother. 

She stared at me for what seemed like ten minutes, 
mothers always seem to know when something is 
wrong. 

“OK. Well Iam here when you are ready to talk,” 
she said trying to be chipper. 

As my mind was beginning to free itself from the 
depressing thoughts, a news brief broadcast over the 
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radio. 

“Scientists are now predicting the polar ice caps are melting 
thirty times faster than previously thought. It is now believed 
they will be fully melted by 2080, twenty years earlier than 
previous assessments. Coastal cities are now faced with a 
heightened timeline for preparation?’ 

All the thoughts came rushing back with a heavy 
burden. I could do two things, speak into that 
microphone and use my voice to fix the world, or flip 
an electrical breaker and forget everything about this 
computer. 

It wasn’t an easy decision given the heavy 
consequences. 


+++ 


Mom left for work right on time, as usual for a 
Monday morning. I decided to skip work and call in 
sick. I avoided Mom completely in the morning, 
knowing she wouldn’t believe my sick call in if she saw 
me acting normally. 

I acted as if I wasn’t feeling well when speaking to 
my manager. He bought into the ruse and he himself 
suggested I stay home for a few days if I needed to. I 
couldn’t help thinking this could be the last time I 
spoke to him. 

The computer had explained it needed a landline 
phone. I wasn’t even quite sure if they are still around, 
everything is wireless these days. 

Although this was extremely uncommon in today’s 
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world, I was able to have the phone company install a 
new line at the house. 

This would be a special order the phone company 
said, which probably meant they would try to talk me 
out of it. My persistence was worth it and I won the 
battle; they even came out THAT day to install the 
line, what service! I guess the technician already being 
in the neighborhood was to my advantage. 

It was a simple procedure really. He ran a phone 
cable from the cracking sun-beaten telephone pole to a 
grey weathered phone box located outside the house in 
record time. 

The telephone man asked several times, “What do 
you need one of these for? I couldn’t tell you the last 
time I installed one of these!” 

“It may be old, but they are reliable?” I relayed in a 
half answer, half question. It was the only answer I 
could muster without sounding like a complete goof. 

Before he left, he helped to locate what the phone 
company called a termination block in my basement. I 
had a suspicion that this wiring might lead straight into 
the bomb shelter, I hoped anyways. I lied and told the 
telephone man it went to Mom’s attic office. 


+++ 
I slipped down into the bomb shelter for the 
second time after the telephone man drove off. The 


room was still eerie and loud as before, hot too. 
The machine had the last question still printed on 
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the screen with the lower blinking green line waiting 
for input. 

I pressed the talk button on the microphone 
thinking it would wake the machine from its slumber, 
“Hello.” 

“Hello, Darren, would you like to replay the last 
calculated scenario?” asked the computer while its fans 
buzzed away. 

“No.” I said. 

“Computer, what is the likelihood I will survive if 
we,” I paused, “execute this plan?” 

“Survival rate will be 100% given an ample 
amount of supplies is gathered. The recommended 
amount of food supplies is one to two years’ worth.” 

It dawned on me while sitting in front of the 
terminal, Pm not prepared for anything, no supplies, 
no nothing! 


I left the bunker and decided to take the 
computer’s advice. I grabbed Mom’s credit card from 
the thick, brown books, which she kept in her night 
stand for emergencies. 

Under normal circumstances, she would kill me 
for stealing this. There would not be any normal 
punishment or repercussions for using her credit card 
without permission, only a solid prison sentence. She 
would forbid me from leaving the house until my 18th 
birthday, for sure. I would be a prisoner for years 
paying off my debt. 

She’ll thank me later. I tried to brush off the 
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thought. 

The grocery store was just a short bus ride down 
the road, I knew I would be able to walk everything I 
needed back and forth to home. So, I was prepared to 
rack up thousands of dollars buying foods and supplies 
to store in the bomb shelter. 

I was dead set on going through with this now, no 
turning back. I wanted to be sure Mom and I would be 
set for several years, especially if we needed to spend a 
long amount of time in the bomb shelter. 

I purchased as much non-perishable food as I 
could. Anything I saw that was a dry food, I grabbed: 
canned vegetables, pasta, soup, fruit and meats all 
made it into my cart. I included bags of rice, beans, 
dried instant potatoes, salt and pepper, dried herbs and 
a lot of bottled water. By the second trip of 
painstakingly carrying grocery bags back to the house, 
I was praying for my own car. 

I also found myself at an outdoor recreational 
store further down the road, purchasing everything I 
could think of; batteries, camping gear, spare gas cans 
and a water purification system. This caused quite a 
few more back and forth trips to the house. 

The checkout attendant gave me the weirdest look 
and asked what I was planning. I responded with the 
first thought on my mind, "Hey," I said chuckling, 
"haven't you ever met a doomsday prepper?" 

I maxed out Mom’s credit card, completely maxed 
it out. Each time I used it I held my breath hoping the 
checkout attendants wouldn’t ask for identification, 
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otherwise it would have been game over. 

My mind stayed busy with thousands of ‘what if 
thoughts cycling through a sequence in my brain. I 
decided I would wait until Mom came home from 
work before I executed the computer’s motive. Then, 
I knew she would be safe and we could rush into the 
shelter if any disaster struck close. 

Throughout the afternoon I brought down all the 
food and supplies into the shelter placing them in any 
free space available. There was no room, so I began 
stacking the supplies on top of the mainframe and 
cramming what I could next to the desk. It would be 
cramped living, but we would survive. 

I filled the dozen or so gas cans I had purchased 
earlier at the filling station and filled each one to the 
brim, managing to do so in three trips alone. Down in 
the bunker I filled the generator’s gas tank, and I 
investigated how to start the thing, splashing the 
smelly gas on my hands. 

I found the starter cord and pulled back on it three 
times. On the fourth pull, the engine seemed to slurp 
the gasoline into its cavity and rumble to life. 

I let the engine run for a while and replaced the 
filter on the shelters clunky carbon dioxide 
purification system by cutting out a piece of foam the 
exact size needed, it wasn’t perfect but I figured it 
should work. I flipped the switch to the system and it 
choked and barked until it maintained a steady hum. 

Preparation is complete! 
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+++ 

I waited. 

It was almost game time. I couldn't keep a single 
straight thought in line. I was bouncing between 
thoughts of the computer, what would happen around 
the city, the house, work, and everything else. I paced 
back and forth practically making tread marks in the 
carpet. 

Mom arrived home right on time, ready for her 
afternoon workout, as she usually does right after 
work, 

I kissed her on the cheek and stated I would be 
working in the bomb shelter until dinner, “Go to your 
hole,” she said. “Boys will be boys,” she muttered. 


Down in the bunker I pressed the spacebar to free 
up the screen and waited patiently for the green 
blinking line. 

“Welcome back Darren.” 

My voice quivered as I held down the green talk 
button, “Hello computer.” 

“Have you been able to obtain a landline 
telephone connection?” asked the computer. 

“Yes.” I said while holding the talk button. 

Suddenly a weird ringing noise in several different 
pitches could be heard behind me. Something I wasn’t 
quite used to hearing before, the dial up modem. 

“A dialup connection test has been established, 
thank you for restoring communications. Darren, 
would you like to replay the last calculated scenario?” 
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asked the computer. 

I looked behind me half expecting Mom standing 
there, “Yes, yes please run through the last scenario.” 

All fans on the mainframe instantaneously turned 
on at the same time, the circle tape drives all spun at 
once. The screen displayed names and addresses of 
nuclear power plants stored in its database and scrolled 
through the list faster than I could effectively read. 

"Cycling through the list of 200 stored nuclear 
facilities. I will attempt to establish a connection with 
last known data and report facilities for final 
approval,” said the computer. 

The list of facilities started in the United States 
and the computer slowly worked through the list. For 
each facility, the computer activated its dial up modem 
and tested its connection, before disconnecting and 
moving onto the next list. The computer continued to 
facilities outside of the United States; France, 
Germany, and Japan. 

The computer took close to a half an hour of 
testing and gathering data. I sat and watched its list 
scroll down the screen. If the computer established a 
connection, it marked the last line with 
CONNECTED. 

A lot has changed in the last thirty years and is 
unbelievable to me that some of these facilities still 
interfaced with this antiquated dial-up communication. 

The room suddenly got quiet as the last facility on 
the list was marked as CONNECTED, “I have 
completed the list,” said the computer as the screen 
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cleared all the text and a new list was presented on the 
screen. “I have discovered 29 facilities whom I am 
able to communicate with and still have the ability to 
initiate the plan. These facilities are also the oldest, 
with most residing in the United States and France. 
Based on my calculations, a meltdown at these facilities 
would be enough to trigger adequate chaos in society 
to effectively achieve the desired results. Would you 
like to execute?” asked the computer. 

I paused and stared at the screen. Would I like to 
execute this plan? Would I? I could feel my heart beat 
pounding through my throat. 

“Please provide voice verification or type YES 
into the terminal.” 

I looked behind me, stalling my decision. 

“Please provide voice verification or type YES 
into the terminal.” the computer repeated. 

I pressed the green talk button on the 
microphone, hopefully for the last time. 

“Yes.” 


+++ 


I was shaking uncontrollably climbing up the 
ladder. In order to save the planet, I had just become 
the world's biggest mass murderer. And no one would 
know my name, thank god. 

My knee sank into the dirt as I advanced to the 
top and onto the yard. I looked up in all directions 
expecting something, anything. 
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But, I reached the top to find no change. Not even 
a tremble from an explosion that I was expecting. The 
sun was beginning to set and its fading red orange hue 
cast its rays on the back of our house. 

I circled around in all directions up towards the 
sky, no change, nothing. 

I could see Mom through the window running on 
her treadmill, looking fatigued. A flock of sparrows 
fluttered overhead. I didn’t understand. 

Out of the corner of my eye, Robert rounded the 
corner to my backyard, smiling. He was still wearing 
his sweaty dirt stained clothing from a hard day’s work. 

"Did anything happen?" I questioned frantically. 

"What do you mean did anything happen?" asked 
Robert walking closer, "What are you talking about? 
What’s wrong?" 

"Nothing," I replied, feeling less tense, perhaps the 
incidents haven't happened yet. 

"I got a little information about the previous 
owner. Apparently, my wife is a friend of a friend of 
the professor’s late wife and she talked quite a bit of 
their life." 

"Oh really? Do you mind telling me a bit later? Pl 
stop by and get the details," I said trying to divert a 
long conversation. 

"Just a second Darren. The professor, named 
Javier was a Psychology and Computer Science 
Professor at the university in town. The guy was a 
genius apparently and a real wizard with computers. 
That is how my wife put it, a wizard! He used 
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technology to study the human response to intense 
situations and was working on some 10-year research 
study." 

"Thanks for letting me know Robert, but I need to 
get back to work here." I said trying to get rid of 
Robert. 

"Real quick, just one more thing. According to my 
wife, this guy got a little too intense with his research 
and was fired by the university. He brought his 
research home with him to keep it going. Instead, he 
ended up being paralyzed when he was in a car 
accident and he spent the last several years of his life 
bedridden," explained Robert. 

"Wait, you said he brought his research home with 
hime" 

Something didn’t feel quite right. 

"Yea, I was thinking maybe he did some of that 
reseatch down there in that shelter?" 

It had been almost twenty minutes since the 
computer executed its plan and something wasn't 
right. I pulled out my cell phone and checked the 
news. There was nothing new beyond the normal news 
cycles. A large catastrophe would certainly hit the news 
airwaves instantly. 

"Everything alright Darren? What did you find 
down there?" 

Without responding to Robert, I turned and 
climbed down the bomb shelter shaft. I could hear 
Robert in the distance asking if everything was 
alright. 
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My foot slipped close to the bottom and I ended 
up sliding to the base of the ladder, landing on my left 
foot. I grumbled as I turned towards the metal 
entrance, fighting through the pain of my newly 
twisted ankle. 

I limped to the terminal to find nothing but a 
black screen. I pounded on the keyboard to wake the 
machine. Nothing. 

The mainframe suddenly roared behind me with a 
momentary fan burst. The tape drives spun for what 
seemed like several minutes. The green and red 
indicator lights of the mainframe all lit up at once. The 
blinking green line on the terminal began to list letters 
excruciatingly slow. 

I stood still as each letter printed on the screen 
and the glow of green text flashed on my face. It 
finally stopped with a question filling the screen. 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY AGAIN? 
(YES/NO). 
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Red coffee dripped off the grey beard of the 
22nd century farmer as he sat at his kitchen table. Red 
doesn't taste much like coffee, and he longed for 
coffee beans grown on Earth. Red beans get their 
color from Martian soil and growing on Mars is 
cheaper than growing in the vertical farms. This is all 
according to the rules and guidelines of the Farmer's 
Guild, growing anything that isn’t edible food is also 
strictly forbidden on Earth. 

Tenny is a vertical farmer but hasn’t been for long. 
With fourteen billion people on the planet, Tenny was 
mandated that his acre of land contribute to feeding 
the world. Giant cylinder stacks line his back yard in a 
nine by nine grid pattern. Each cylinder grows corn, 
green beans, potatoes, all rotating in the sun to 
maximize light. 
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At his last sip of red, Tenny paused mid-gulp 
hearing screech after screech. 

‘SCREEEEECCHHH:!” 

“Gosh, dang it? said Tenny looking up in 
annoyance. 

Tenny stood up and headed towards the other end 
of the kitchen where his 20th century modified rifle 
hung on the wall. Only Crizens make screeching noises 
this early in the morning and is the perfect time to pick 
a few off. 

“Oh lay off it, Tenny” grumbled Sherry, Tenny’s 
wife of twenty-eight years. “They aint hurting 
anyone.” 

Sherry stood by the kitchen counter peeling 
potatoes for the nights dinner. She recently left her 
office position at a large multinational conglomerate to 
assist Tenny during harvest season. Farming families 
take a leave of absence during harvest season without 
losing their jobs. With 14 bilion mouths to feed, 
Sherry didn’t mind doing her part. 

“Please, Sherry, you know what those things can 
do to the clyo motors” said Tenny while inspecting the 
precision scope on his rifle. “Did you pick up the extra 
rifle shells I asked you to get?” 

Sherry put down her potato peeler and pulled out 
a large box in the drawer next to her. “Oh please 
Tenny, they ain’t hurting no one. Can’t you just leave 
them alone?” 

Tenny grabbed the box and glared at Sherry while 
stuffing it into the front pocket of his faded blue 
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coveralls. “Just stay inside while I take out a few of 
them Crizens.” 

Crizens are vile rat-like creatures with long, 
protruding spines from the fourth planet in the 
Trappist system. On a return mission from Trappist 4, 
famed astronaut John Crizen brought back three 
specimens for study. They quickly escaped shortly 
after landing on Earth and didn't take long to 
acclimate to Earth's climate. Since Crizens are small 
and fully asexual, they quickly became Earths new 
nuisance, hence being named after the man who 
brought them to Earth. 





‘SCREEEEECCHHH:?” 
Tenny pushed the button to open the automatic 
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door and as it slowly opened and clunked a long, he 
had remembered yet again he needed to take the time 
to repair it. 


As Tenny entered the backyard of the house, 
beams of morning light shone through the cylinder 
stacks. He could hear the sounds of many Crizens as 
their screeching noises echoed off the cylinders 
making it sound like several hundred Crizens 
screeching at once. 

‘SCREEEEECCHHH:?” 

Tenny cocked the rifle and put the end of his 
precision scope up to his eye. He moved and pointed 
the rifle at the base of a cylinder station where a Crizen 
stood. Its long protruding spines reflected in the 
sunlight, almost blinding Tenny. 

Boom! Tenny fired off a shot. The Crizen jumped 
and scurried around the silo. “Dang, missed.” 

Two more Crizens caught Tenny’s eye off to his 
right. He fired three shots in their direction missing 
them both. “Unbelievable, I am off today.” 

Taking his time, Tenny carefully lined the 
crosshairs of the scope to an unsuspecting Crizen at 
the top of one cylinder stations. “This time, I won’t 
miss.” 

Another miss and Tenny was getting visibly 
agitated. He walked through the grid of cylinders 
while dozens of Crizens scurried into the growing 
areas of the stations. The cylinder motors kicked in as 
they usually do every hour and began rotating with a 


57 


DREW D. LENHART 





58 


DISTANT ŚCI-FI STORIES 


light hum. 

‘SCREEEEECCHHH!” 

Tenny aimed one more time at another Crizen 
hunched over eating a fallen potato. 

BOOM! 

Tenny had missed once more and the Crizen 
looked back over its spiky spine at Tenny as if nothing 
were wrong. He pulled the trigger of the rifle once 
more and click, out of bullets. 

“І can’t believe this, what the heck is going on 
here!” yelled Tenny. 

He grabbed the box of ammunition out of the 
pocket of his coveralls and looked closely at the 
description on the box. 

Twenty cartridge blanks - Dangerous within 20 feet. 

“What the heck, BLANKS?” yelled Tenny. 

Behind Tenny, Sherry stepped out of the house 
with a cooking pan in each hand. She began banging 
them together in rapid movement. Crizens began 
poking their heads out of nooks and crannies. 

She had discovered days earlier that Crizens 
become agitated and aggressive with certain noises 
while trying to scare several away from the house. 

“Sherry, what the heck are you doing”, cried 
Tenny, looking around noticing a staggering amount of 
Crizens appear. 

As she walked closer to Tenny she began 
pounding louder and threw the pans at Tenny’s feet 
and began walking slowly backwards. 

“I don’t understand!!! What you are...” Tenny’s 
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voice trailed off in fear. 

Hordes of Crizens began moving towards Tenny 
snarling and shrieking. Dozens of Crizens were 
popping out of the cylinders. The most Tenny has 
ever seen. He staggered in fear looking back at Sherry. 

“Why did you...?” he screamed. 

All at once several snarling Crizens pounced on 
Tenny biting anywhere they could. Hundreds of 
Crizens swarmed the body of Tenny, feasting on his 
skin viciously. The blood-curdling screams reached 
Sherry’s ears and she was unphased by the sight. She 
just stood there watching the Crizens with a_ half 
crooked smile, waiting on the automatic door to slowly 
open. 

Her face was serene. She was pleased with herself, 
knowing Tenny had it coming after all these years. 

“I told you to leave ‘em alone Tenny!!!” 
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CALZER’S CLOCK 


I waded through the smoggy downtown lower 
levels of the old city. Ok, it wasn’t wading, but 
visibility is zero, zilch. The smog is so thick down here 
you cannot see two feet in front of you. Only Lexi, the 
latest and greatest artificial intelligence personal 
assistant gadget, was atound to guide me. 

“In twenty feet, turn right,” said the synthesized 
robot voice of Lexi. 

“The smog is so thick, perhaps you can measure 
my footsteps and guide me Lexi?”, I asked. 

“In sixteen paces turn right.” Lexi said, 
instantaneously calculating feet measurements to the 
measurements of my actual strides. 

The breathing apparatus kicked in and out with 
the electronic assist for each breath as I watched 
through the goggles. Lexis navigation system 
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projected the user interface inside the goggles showing 
me the way. It attempted to guess the lines of the 
sidewalks; however, ve already run into brick walls 
several times. The smog feels heavy as I shift my 
weight several times to stay balanced. No visibility and 
decades of pollution trick the mind. 

Occasionally, dim lights of moving vehicles zipped 
by my left leaving streaks of light in the smog and 
seemed to slowly dissipate. Short blasts of thick, 
smoggy air hit my ruffled brown overcoat causing me 
to misstep, almost as if it were a wave of water 
crashing into me. 

“In forty-two paces, you will have arrived at your 
destination.” 

Looking through the goggles of the breathing 
apparatus, before me in bended neon tubes, I squinted 
to barely make out the glow of CALZER’S 
CLOCKWORKS sign hanging in the front window. 
This is the internet’s only search result for antique 
clock store in the whole city. Therese has a crazy 
interest in old clocks. Or as Therese would say, pieces 
of the analog era and relics of the past. 

“You have reached your destination,” Lexi spoke 
in her synthesized robot voice. 

I opened an old creaky door to a small foyer. 
Inside the foyer, the tile and woodwork appeared to be 
from the 1900’s, with darkly stained wood and white 
faded subway tile. 

A sign hung on the wall with instructions for 
visitors. Please wait until decontamination ts fully complete 
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before entering! 

A solid blast of cold air hit me from all sides, 
startling me. This is decontaminant doing its job, 
destroying any living microbe that may have latched 
onto me. These clean rooms always make me a little 
uneasy, how do you truly know if it kills all the bad 
microbes? 

Calzer’s Clockworks is truly a sight to see. In every 
conceivable place is a clock of some sort. If there ever 
was a place for old clocks to end up, this is the place. 
The left wall upon entering was lined with tall and 
beautifully constructed grandfather clocks crafted out 
of wood, which all seemed to be ticking in sequence. 
Clocks of all shapes and sizes hung on every wall: 
circular, square, oval, and triangle. Clocks with their 
gears visibly moving, cuckoo clocks and their busy 
components were like a symphonic orchestra playing 
in tune. Inside illuminated display cases sat hundreds 
of wrist watches and pocket watches decked in gold 
and silver. 


Behind the counter sat an old man with thick, 
black rimmed glasses, which magnified the size of his 
eyes. He was a round, pudgy man with a black sweater 
vest looking intently into a large magnifying 
glass repairing a small pocket watch. He took no notice 
of me. I took off the breathing apparatus and I stood 
in front of him tapping my foot a few times to catch 
his attention. 

“Excuse me?” I said, annoyed. “Can you help 
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me?” 

Suddenly interested, “Hello sir, my name is Calzer, 
what can I help you with today?” he said, with his eyes 
looking above his thick glasses. 

“Tm looking for a clock for my wife, can you help 
me find one?” I asked. 

He nods silently while putting down a small 
screwdriver and moves aside the pocket watch 
carefully. 

“Can you be more specific?” asked Calzer as he 
propped his head up with his hand. “There are all 
kinds of clocks. Wall clocks, pedestal clocks, digital 
clocks, alarm clocks, and atomic clocks, just to name a 
few.” 

“How about a clock to sit above our fireplace?”, I 
suggested. 

Calzer stood slowly. “Ah, yes. I do have the 
perfect clock you can take off my hands. It is a mantle 
clock though.” 

Calzer pulled a skeleton key out of his vest pocket 
and unlocked the door of a large wooden chest. Inside 
Calzer removed a clock about a foot long with a light 
wooden stain. The clock face was a light aging yellow, 
which perhaps one day used to be white. 

“This clock is very old. I cannot seem to get rid of 
it. It is very beautiful and well maintained.” said Calzer 
as he admired the intricate wood carved detail on the 
clock. 

Judging by the age, this would be the perfect gift 
for Therese. The clock was thoroughly cared for as the 
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wood looks brand new. The hour and minute hands 
appeared solid black as if they were recently 
manufactured. The craftsmanship of the intricate leaf 
border around the edges magnified its beauty and 
simplicity. 

“It does look very nice. I think my wife will truly 
enjoy this.” 

“Perfect! However,” his voice trailed off. He 
hesitated before continuing, “This clock” Calzer said 
as he put a hand on the clock and the other on his hip, 
“comes with a bit of a disclaimer.” 

I looked at his face to determine his mood, unsure 
of why a mantle clock needs a disclaimer. 

“Т don’t understand” I said, “It’s just a clock”. 

“Well yes, it is, however this clock is truly 
important and special. As the new owner of this clock 
you must agree to maintain and protect this clock at all 
costs. And never, ever turn the clock hands backwards 
ot counterclockwise.” 

It was a rather silly to hear, but curiosity got me, 
so I asked, “Ok, why can’t you turn the clock 
backwards?” 

Calzer paused his statement and looked down as if 
he were embarrassed, “Time always moves forwards, 
not backwards. Remember that. Moving the hands 
backwards will cause you to go back in time.” 

After a short pause, I burst out laughing. I put my 
hand on the display case to hold myself up. I glanced 
over at Calzer, who was unamused. This was no joke 
to him. I could see the crinkles on his forehead as if he 
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were holding back the anger. 

“Ok, Pm sorry, this is not a joke?” I said trying to 
hold back the laughter. 

“Absolutely not!”, he said. 

It must have been the child in me, always having 
to push that button, or touch wet paint when a sign 
clearly says Wet Paint. I don’t know why, perhaps the 
mix of curiosity and still partially laughing. I put my 
index finger on the hour hand and moved it counter 
clockwise around the dial several times. 

Calzer began to yell, but his voice slowly faded 
away. 

“Nooooo, don’t turn the dial that waaaaayyy...” 

Calzer’s voice and the noise of the entire store 
began to slowly get quieter as if someone turned the 
volume down on a remote. I began to squint a little 
more as everything began to look fuzzy and loose its 
color. I looked down at my hands. The color was 
fading and I could slightly see through them. 

Nausea set in and I closed my eyes. My skin began 
to tingle as if my whole body were asleep. Absolutely 
no sound at all. What was happening? Am I going back 
in time as Calzer stated? 

Suddenly, sound began to slowly fade in. I could 
make out the chirping of birds and crickets. No clocks 
ticking. No sounds of the big city, nothing but the 
sounds of nature. A gentle breeze blew at my back. 
The air smelled clean and fresh, there was no 
pollution. 

“Unable to contact servers, trying again in five 
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minutes.” said Lexi. 

I opened my eyes to find myself standing in a 
wooded area. Did I go so far back in time before the 
city was built? Massive trees and plants obstructed the 
view all around me with bright shards of sunlight 
slicing through what little space their leaves didn’t 
consume. I have never seen growth this thick and 
untouched by human hands. There was something 
serene about the setting that left me completely at ease. 

I heard heavy trampling, loud hollow thumps with 
the sounds of sticks and branches cracking. 
Something big was moving in the woods as I heard 
loud puffs of breath. Off to my left a grizzly bear twice 
the size of a man emerged from the brush and roared 
with pointy teeth the size of my fingers. I wanted to 
move but I froze. Its mouth lunged at my neck and I 
began to see black as its teeth sank into my throat. 


+++ 


Calzer stood up angrily in his empty store. He 
picked up the mantle clock with both hands and 
placed it back into the wooden cabinet, “I tell 
everyone every single time, do not move the clock 
hands backwards!” 
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Stay-at-home Dads have routines. Especially 
Jeremy, the father of two beautiful daughters. This 
morning is no different. First things first, a cup of 
coffee, admire the view from their four-hundredth 
floor apartment, take a seat, and read the morning 
headlines. 

Jeremy could not remember when he last held a 
job. In fact, he couldn’t remember much of his earlier 
life at all; only bits and pieces of memories he could 
never stitch together. It was his wife, Amber, who 
found him twelve years ago after a tragic fall, which 
caused him to lose all his memories. Amber explained 
everything to him after the fall. They grew closer 
shortly after and eventually moved in together. 

It frustrated him to no end when he couldn’t 
remember the past, so he simply gave up trying to 
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remember. His frustration grew to the point he had 
the constant feeling of implosion. In his lost memory 
state, giving up the past was the best path forward as 
he felt content with everything he and Amber had built 
together. 

When Amber gave birth to their first daughter, it 
was Jeremy who offered to stay home with her since 
Amber had recently received a substantial promotion. 
He didn’t mind staying home with her. His loss of 
memory made him feel like he couldn’t contribute too 
much to society anyways. 

Jeremy sat in his favorite reclining chair facing a 
large dome window. He could see his reflection in the 
window, all six foot, blonde hair, bifocal glasses and 
even some visible greys. The chair was brown and 
worn around the edges of the arm from frequent 
sitting, with the fibers of cloth fraying in every 
direction and stained from oily skin. It was worn 
down, but comfortable. He sat with a his leg crossed 
over the other, where his tablet computer rested. In 
his left hand he held his coffee. 

The apartment sat on the four-hundredth floor of 
the 44th Street building downtown, the highest floor 
of the building. It is a dome apartment with fantastic 
views of the city. Jeremy loved living in the glass 
dome and the city. He refers to the family as ‘domers’, 
often using the phrase to irritate Amber; a sad attempt 
at making a joke. The glass on the dome allows the 
family to embrace all the angles of the vibrant and 
busy city. From their vantage point, they see shiny 
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metal buildings, old architectural buildings, flying cats, 
planes, and birds. It was also a technological marvel. 
The glass can apply a foggy tint to the entire dome to 
allow privacy with the push of a button or voice 
activation. 

Inside the dome, the apartment has three 
bedrooms, a kitchen, and a family room. It didn’t have 
much square footage, but the height of the dome made 
the whole apartment feel large and spacious. Amber 
has always been a technology guru. As a hobby, she 
buys the latest and greatest gadgets and technology to 
better their life. Their apartment was proof of this as 
it is littered with old technology, computers, smart 
mirrors, security systems, tablets, automated sweeping 
robots, and personal A.I. assistants. Jeremy gave in and 
quickly succumbed to his wife's technology obsession. 

Jeremy took a sip of his coffee, its warmth lost as 
he swirled it around his mouth before he swallowed. 
Behind him, a slam of a door caused him to jump and 
shake his cup which left a brown coffee drip on the 
side of the mug and onto the already tattered chair. 

“Oh my gosh!” screamed the voice of a teenage 
girl. 

Jeremy rolled his eyes and moved his attention 
back to his tablet computer. His teenage daughter was 
awake and launching into her typical, normal behavior. 

Ella, Jeremy’s eleven year old younger daughter, 
stomped her feet and stopped just behind Jeremy. 

“Jessica did it to me again! She locked me out of 
the bathroom!” screamed Ella as her long blonde hair 
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shook with her facial expressions. Het teddy beat 
pajamas were wrinkled and hair half matted to one 
side, she clearly had just woken up. 

Jetemy grumbled as he felt a sense of deja vu. 
This same situation happened yesterday, or earlier in 
the week, he couldn't remember exactly. 

“Jessica!!! Let your sister in the bathroom! We 
need to leave for school soon!!” shouted Jeremy in a 
slightly exasperated and monotone voice. 

“Dad! Will you just get up and do something? I 
won t have time to get ready for school and Mom will 
be here any minute with breakfast!” pleaded Ella in a 
whiny voice. 

Taking the last sip of coffee, Jeremy grumbled as 
he rose out of the chair, “Fine.” 

Jeremy walked through the hallway towards the 
bathroom. The door was shut and the glow of the 
bathroom light gleamed through the bottom crack. He 
lightly tapped on the door three times, “Jessica, please 
let your sister in the bathroom.” 

Jeremy paused for what felt like ten minutes 
without getting a response. Growing more frustrated, 
he pounded louder on the door, causing pain on the 
edge of his fist, “Jessica! We need to leave soon! 
Open the door!” 

Frustrated, he rest his forehead on the door, 
“Why, why, why, must this happen all the time?” 
complained Jeremy. 

“See, this is why you should remove all the locks 
in this house!” declared Ella as she walked by her 


72 


DISTANT ŚCI-FI STORIES 


father and into her bedroom two doors down. 

Jeremy pounded three more times on the door, 
causing more pain to his fist. He lowered his head and 
whispered, “1, 2, 3...3, 2, 1.” 

The door cracked open roughly an inch. Jeremy 
raised his head to see Jessica’s dark blue eyes peering 
up at him. “Oh my gosh, why can I never get my own 
space around here?” screamed Jessica. 

Jeremy stepped back, “Why can’t the two of you 
just get along? Please let your sister...” Jeremy paused 
mid-sentence and his eyes opened wide, “1, 2, 3...3, 2, 
1? 

Jessica swung the door wide open, her hand 
holding the door revealing identical blonde hair as her 
sisters, and her middle school baseball shirt used as a 
nightgown. 

“What are you doing? Are you counting down on 
me?” 

“What? Of course not!” exclaimed Jeremy. 

“Then why ate you counting to..?” Jessica asked 
accusingly. 

Jessica watched her father as his head cocked to 
one side and his eyes grew wider. She was sure her 
father was playing a joke on her. Her grip on the door 
intensified. 

“1, 2, 3...3, 2,1,” Jeremy repeated. 

“Please stop!” pleaded Jessica before her father’s 
facial expressions returned to normal. 

“Stop what?” questioned Jeremy. “Are you going 
to let your sister in here or...” 
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His head instantly cocked to the right with one eye 
opened, a vein popped out on the side of his neck as if 
he were shouting, “1, 2, 3...3, 2, 1.” 

Jessica’s facial expression went from anger to fear. 
She took a step backwards and began to close the 
door, but left it open a little bit. Her father had played 
some jokes on her before but nothing like this. 

“1, 2, 3...3, 2, 1, he repeated again. 

Jeremy walked closer to the opened bathroom 
door. Jessica put both hands on the door and began to 
shut it in his face but Jeremy’s fist pounded the door 
open causing Jessica’s hands to slip free and stumble 
backwards. “Dad stop!” shouted Jessica in terror, 
“What are you doing?” 

“1, 2, 3...3, 2, 1,” Jeremy said again, talking 
louder. 

His eyes rapidly blinked, as if a speck of dirt were 
caught in them. He had an abnormally brilliantly, 
bright smile which caused the hairs on Jessica’s neck to 
stand straight up. She ran quickly past him so she 
wouldn’t feel trapped in the bathroom. Her left arm 
brushed up against Jeremy and he didn’t take notice or 
move an inch. 

“1, 2, 3...3, 2, 1,” he said again which creeped 
Jessica out. 

Jessica ran down the hallway almost tripping over 
the automated vacuum. She burst into Ella’s room, 
barging in as she usually did. The door flew open and 
slammed against the wall, which bounced back almost 
smacking into Jessica as she ran inside. 
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“We HAVE to leave, Dad has lost it, he keeps 
repeating numbers over and over!” Jessica screamed 
desperately at Ella. 

“T don’t understand,” stated a confused Ella who 
was brushing her hair. “Besides, why should I believe 
you?” 

“Just listen to him!” shouted Jessica. 

A distant thump could be heard, a few seconds 
pause in between followed by Jeremy speaking, “1, 2, 
RO? 

Both sisters moved to the doorway of the 
bedroom, trying not to make any noise. Jessica 
peered around the corner to see her father in the 
hallway, pounding his head on the wall repeating the 
same phrase, “See, look at him! He’s gone crazy!” she 
said. 

“1, 2, 3...3, 2, 1,” repeated Jeremy, pounding his 
head on the wall. 

Ella peered around the doorway and confirmed 
what her sister proclaimed. She saw what her sister had 
described. 

озера а 

As the sisters watched their father’s perplexing 
condition, the sound of the deadbolt keypad beeps 
several times before the electric deadbolt finally turned 
ending with a final click. The front door creaked open 
and the voice of their mother echoed in the hallway, 
“Hey, everyone, breakfast is here!!”’ 

Amber, dressed in her casual blue jeans and grey 
sport jacket, walked through the doorway juggling her 


|? 
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keys, coffee cups, and a sack of muffins she picked up 
in the lobby coffee shop. She thtew the keys on an 
antique end table next to the door, all the while trying 
not to drop the food and coffee in her hands. 

Jessica and Ella ran to their mother with fear and 
worry in their eyes. 

‘What's wrong with you two?” questioned Amber. 

“Irs Dad! Something is not right! He keeps 
repeating numbers over and over!” 

Looking down the hallway she instantly noticed 
her husband facing the wall and thought she might 
have an explanation. 

“1, 2, 3...3, 2, 1,” Jeremy repeated. 

“Oh, I think I know what it is,’ said Amber 
looking up and thinking out loud. 

“What is it?” both girls asked hysterically. They 
both looked at their Mother and waited desperately for 
an answer. 

“Oh goodness, I don't know exactly. Pll need to 
refer to the manual.” said Amber. She turned towards 
the antique end table. She pulled open the top drawer 
and removed several lose papers and revealed a thick 
book. 

Ella and Jessica looked at each other in confusion. 

It was a manual, several hundred pages thick. It 
looked brand new as if it were never opened. The 
manual looked pristine: not a crease, a faded page, or 
wrinkled page was observable. In fact its pages were 
perfectly white, obviously never seeing the light of day. 
Jessica let out a small gasp as Amber pulled out the 
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book. There on the cover, she saw a portrait picture of 
her father, who was smiling and looking like he was 
having a good time. The title jumped out at her in its 
thick bold letters consuming half the cover, Maintaining 
Your Robot Father. 

Amber leafed through several pages of the book, 
looking intently for the numbers Jeremy was repeating 
over and over. She licked her index finger several 
times to grip the lightweight pages before finally 
settling on a page halfway through the book, “Aha! 1, 
2, 3...3, 2, 1, its a code for faulty power supply - 
replace soon!” she said. 

The girls stared at her in horror. 

Amber slapped the book closed and tucked it back 
into the end table, “I guess it was only a matter of time 
before you two figured it out.” 

“Does this mean Dad has been a freakin’ robot 
this whole time?” questioned Jessica. 

“Yeah,” she paused and looked down at both girls, 
“He’s a lot cheaper to maintain ап а геа] опе!!!” 
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I was about to sit next to the most experienced 
astronaut in the entire solar system. He was once the 
most widely loved and cherished man all across the 
system. He was a national gem, known for his 
charisma and love for all topics relating to space. He 
was renowned by Earth inhabitants and all the 
colonies, large and small spread throughout the solar 
system. As I was growing up, I watched this man’s 
exploration of space, his adventures, the television 
shows, books, and actions figures. I followed and 
collected everything I possibly could. This man 
inspired my love for space and adventure. I spent my 
whole life wanting to meet this man but that feeling 
was about to quickly fade away. 

People say, “Don’t meet your hero”. It is a phrase 
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that should be pounded into the subconscious of evety 
man, woman, and child. The reality is Jonathan is an 
aging, cocky, self-centered man. You would think a 
man in his late fifties, with his vast experience, would 
have wisdom to share in abundance. But no, he’s a 
grey old man, a washed-up astronaut still thinking he is 
the best, unable to let go of his glory days. 

Now, he hauls cargo and people between colonies. 

I barely spoke a hello to Jonathan before he cut 
me off, “Not now kid, Pm trying to concentrate,” said 
Jonathan. 

Like a child in trouble, I quickly sat in my seat and 
pulled the tattered seat buckles over my shoulders, 
tightening hard until they dug into my brand new 
spacesuit. I noticed my reflection in the cockpit 
window and made sure my slicked black hair was 
looking perfect. 

Jonathan was busily punching in Earth's 
coordinates, calculating the best route and checking 
flight systems. He hardly took notice of me, barely 
acknowledging my existence. I was a substitute co- 
pilot, and clearly, I am nothing to him. I imagined he 
worked with a lot of different co-pilots for as many 
round trips through the system he makes. He was all 
business and obviously knew the ins-and-outs of his 
own ship. 

Jonathan’s ship is very old, first generation old, 
and it sure shows its age. It was once painted white 
but has mostly faded to a charred black, probably from 
the years of atmospheric re-entry. He received the 
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first of its kind, long distance star cruiser long ago, 
taking it on its maiden voyage to Pluto and back to 
Earth in record time. At the time, his maiden voyage 
made headlines across the galaxy. I even remember 
watching the initial launch when I was a very young 
boy. 

The ship can transport three passengers and was 
built for speed and maneuverability. The ship was 
perfect for all the scientific missions Jonathan was well 
known for in his prime. It holds a bit of nostalgia 
about it since it resembles a 20th century space shuttle, 
with the cargo bay door that loads in the front. 

I hung my space helmet on the hook to the right 
of me. It wobbled back and forth until it found its 
resting place against the hull. I reached over to 
introduce myself, trying again to get my childhood 
hero to notice me. I let my hand glide towards 
Jonathan with the assist of Europa’s super low gravity. 
He took no notice of me. I was the rookie, the fresh 
meat along for the ride, the temporary co-pilot. 

Jonathan wore a simple, blue jumpsuit which 
looked stained from years of use. He has clearly spent 
a lot of time in space. I chose to keep my spacesuit on 
until the ship broke into space. We were taught in the 
academy the cardinal rule, which is to keep our suits 
on in case of emergencies. Jonathan obviously didn’t 
care for regulations. 

"Hello sir, it is an honor to ride with you back to 
Earth," I said. 

Jonathan's eyes peered over at my hand, appearing 
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disgusted at the thought of shaking it, "Save the small 
talk, the trip is only a few hours. If Pm lucky, PH 
never get to see the likes of you again," he muttered. 

Could it really be just yesterday when I checked 
into the busy space port of Europa, Jupiter’s moon 
and the newest colony in the system? I remember how 
excited I was to see Jonathan's name on the flight 
roster followed by my name--pilot: Jonathan C. and 
co-pilot: Doug L., destination: Earth. I was giddy with 
my excitement. How lucky was I? My second official 
flight, straight out of the academy, and I am paired up 
with one of the greatest astronauts of all time! 
Unfortunately, I didn’t expect the excitement of 
meeting the great Jonathan to wear off within the first 
few minutes of meeting the man. 

Jonathan put on his communications headset and 
muttered a few words I couldn't quite hear. I assumed 
it was something along the lines of, “Why did they 
stick me with this guy?” or, “Why can’t they give me 
someone with more experience?” I ignored his 
comments and observed him as he worked. 

He glanced over the controls before him, “I just 
want to reiterate, do not touch anything on my ship, 
got it?” 

I nodded in agreement. I wouldn't be able to help 
much anyway because the ship is so old and the 
control labels are mostly worn off. The control panel 
had finger smudges which had been built up over the 
years. The ship had clearly never been cleaned. The 
seats were torn at the edges and the floors haven’t 
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been mopped in years. I would have no problem 
keeping my hands to myself, it was disgusting. 

“There is only one good pilot on this ship, and it’s 
me! So sit back, relax, and watch the professional 
work.” 

Jonathan gave the all go to the space port 
command and we launched through Europa’s thin 
atmosphere like a bullet out of gun. It was a smooth 
launch and I was surprised giving the condition of the 
rickety old ship. 

We left Jupiter and its moon quickly behind us. 
According to some people, traveling through the 
asteroid belt would be the next challenge. It is in fact 
my second journey through it. Most pilots let the ship's 
computer navigate through the asteroid belt, but not 
Jonathan. The chances of colliding with an asteroid 
are like one in a million, though the occasional 
collision isn't unheard of, but Jonathan preferred to 
pilot using manual controls. 

“Sit, wouldn’t it be smarter to let the computer 
navigate through the asteroid belt?” I asked cautiously. 

Jonathan finally looked at me. The spark and hint 
of hope I still held that I could pick up some kind 
useful bit of knowledge from the great Jonathan was 
quickly diminished with one line, “I know what I am 
doing here, been through here close to a hundred 
times. Just sit there, look forward, and don’t touch 
anything!” he repeated. 

“But sir...” 

“Just stop! I don’t want to hear about all that junk 
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that comes out of the Academy these days! You are 
flying with the best astronaut in the whole system!” he 
said irritably. 

“The academy regulations state that while traveling 
through the asteroid belt, auto-pilot and the forward 
deflection system must be used,” I relayed, trying to 
remember the exact verbiage. 

“Kid, I understand. You ate new and fresh out of 
the academy, with a boat load of fresh new knowledge. 
That is great, GREAT for you,” interrupted Jonathan. 
“This is my ship, and there is only one way, my way! 
Besides, when I was your age, I already had a ship of 
my own. I think I know a few more things than you, 
do you hear me?” 

We had only been traveling for about ten minutes 
when we entered the asteroid belt. The ship’s radar 
display began flashing a red alert that grabbed my 
attention. On the screen, large splotchy objects 
appeared. Asteroids! We were heading right towards a 
large cluster of them. There is a one in a billion 
chance we could run into asteroids and here it was 
about to happen! I swear the next thing I will do when 
we get back is buy a lottery ticket with this kind of 
luck. “Sir, asteroids approaching, perhaps would 
should activate the autopilot?” I asked while trying to 
temain calm. 

I hoveted my index finget over the autopilot 
button located next to the radar screen. It was the 
only button on the control panel that looked brand 
new. 
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“Permission NOT granted. I am fully capable of 
navigating through this manually. [ve done this 
before,” barked Jonathan. “Just watch and learn kid.” 

A large asteroid was quickly approaching. It was 
moving fast towards us, or perhaps Jonathan was 
intentionally moving towards it. So much detail could 
be seen through the cockpit window. The asteroid was 
about ten times larger than the ship, with large 
indentations and crevices with boulders and loose 
rocks orbiting around it as we flew. Obviously this 
celestial object has had many collisions over it’s billion 
year life span. We could observe every detail of the 
giant rock. It looked as if the asteroid had its own 
rocky moons orbiting it. 

“Sir, I don’t think this is such a good ...” 

“Stop, just stop,” demanded Jonathan, preventing 
me from finishing my sentence. 

I looked over at Jonathan, he displayed a large grin 
on his face. I couldn’t tell if he was showing off or 
having fun. Perhaps both. 

I hovered my finger over the autopilot button 
again, trying to determine if I should break rank and 
save both our lives. 

“Watch  this!!” exclaimed Jonathan with 
confidence. 

Jonathan threw the throttle lever into full speed, 
which caused the ship’s engines to explode with thrust. 
My head slammed against the head rest of my seat 
while the g-force took its toll on my body. I managed 
to look over at Jonathan, looking intently through the 
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window. I grabbed both armrests and squeezed until 
the tops of my knuckles turned white. 

I closed my eyes, fearing collision, that dreadful 
feeling of impending death overwhelming my thoughts 
with fear. Jonathan suddenly jerked the ship to the left 
at the last possible moment. He was showing off. The 
ship gracefully maneuvered around the asteroid, 
missing all the loose debris. He managed to pilot the 
ship around the object, showing mastery and finesse 
borne of his years of experience. He moved the ship 
left and right several times easily managing to miss any 
object within sight. 

“Wake up, you!” yelled Jonathan. 

I peeked open one eye, no asteroid. Wheew. 

“First time through the asteroid belt?” asked 
Jonathan, sporting a large smile. 

I managed to sputter out a response, “Nnnooo.” 

“You sure act like it,’ chuckled Jonathan. 
“There's nothing more thrilling than flying through all 
that, it really gets the blood flowing!” 

“Tve gone through there hundreds of times. Takes 
REAL skill to pilot through that mess.” gloated 
Jonathan. “Real skill!” 

I released the death grip off my seat, “Sir, it would 
make me more comfortable if we could put the ship 
on auto pilot for the remainder of the trip.” 

“What? Are you serious? Didn’t you just witness 
the precision of that maneuver?” bellowed Jonathan, 
“You really want to trust a computer after seeing what 
I just did?” 
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Jonathan’s cocky nature was beginning to annoy 
me. Was it too much to ask for a smooth and stress 
free ride back home? 

“Didn’t you watch any of it?” asked Jonathan, 
looking hurt by my question. 

Jonathan rambled on for several minutes, mostly 
describing his greatness as a pilot. He failed to notice 
the next batch of debris. The radar must not detect 
small patches or maybe Jonathan’s equipment is so old 
it doesn’t detect small debris like the newer models. It 
seems as if we slammed through a field of floating 
pebbles. I could hear and feel the thousands of tiny 
meteoroids ricocheting off the glass of the cockpit 
window, battering the ship. It sounds like hundreds of 
pop cans with their tabs rattling inside the empty can. 

Jonathan’s face went from smiling to serious in a 
split second. Even though there is six inches of glass 
window in front of me, I closed my eyes fearing the 
worst. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight 
up as if it recetved a bad premonition. My hands 
performed what must have been the tenth armchair 
death grip sequence of this trip and dug into the 
already torn and tattered armrest. 

I peered over at Jonathan. I was hoping his years 
of skill would react and pilot us quickly from the 
debris field. He couldn’t do it. With the force, 
intensity, and constant attack on the cockpit window, 
one of the small asteroids eventually broke through. A 
single rock, the size of a dime, pierced through the 
window hitting Jonathan square in the forehead. I 
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watched, horrified, as the rock exited from Jonathan's 
head. 

Amazingly a single, small asteroid just killed the 
greatest pilot in the entire solar system. 

The ship’s oxygen began to suck out of the tiny 
hole made by the asteroid. The high-pitched sound, as 
if someone had let out the air of one thousand 
balloons, grew louder. Within a split second, the 
cockpit window began to crack up, spider-webs 
appearing all over it until they consumed the entire 
window. I quickly grabbed my helmet off the hull and 
put it on. I slammed the compression lever under my 
chin into the locking position and the oxygen burst 
through the inside of the helmet and I gasped, gulping 
the fresh oxygen into my lungs. 

The tiny hole in the cockpit window quickly 
eroded the remaining glass and sucked the remaining 
bits and fragments of glass into space. In a blink of an 
eye, my pilot's chair was ripped away from the secured 
attachment of the ship’s floor. All items not secured 
to the ship were being exported into the cold vacuum 
of space, including Jonathan’s lifeless body. I was 
being sucked into space! 

I am hopelessly drifting further away from the 
ship. As chance would have it, I was slowly circling 
around so my view took in the ship. There was 
nothing I could do. No way to stop the inevitable: I 
would die out here when the oxygen runs out. Dying 
of asphyxiation is an astronaut’s worst nightmare, my 
worst nightmare. I watched as the ship continued to 
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move further and further away from me. 

“Dangit Jonathan!!! I screamed before the 
brightness of the billions of stars stopped shining all 
around me. My vision went completely black and a 
buzzing noise rang through my ears. 

The program had ended. Oh how easy it is to 
forget about reality when using these things. 


+++ 


I took off my virtual reality headset. Jonathan sat 
to my left. He had already taken off his headset. In 
fact, it was thrown across the room in front of us. His 
arms were slumped down, dangling beside the chair. 
He was looking around the training room, hoping no 
one had witnessed his poor performance. 

We sat in a large open room with no windows and 
tall ceilings surrounded by other pilots, training just 
like us. Everyone wore the same blue training 
jumpsuit. Pilots and co-pilots were paired and spaced 
throughout the room, sitting on nothing but a simple 
metal chair. Each pilot had on their virtual reality 
headset and holding their hands up flying an imaginary 
spaceship. It looked silly on the outside, but to the 
pilot, it was very real. 

Hung on the walls all around the room were large 
televisions, one after another. Fach television 
represented the view of a certain pilot. It was a direct 
feed into the pilots virtual reality program. 

At the end of the room on an elevated platform, 


89 


DREW D. LENHART 





90 


DISTANT ŚCI-FI STORIES 


stood the trainers. They wore special glasses that 
projected a tiny screen on the inside. It was a view 
into the virtual world of their assigned pilot, 
watching and grading all the performances. 

“Jonathan, seriously! You can’t even pass your 
own VR program?” I exclaimed exasperatedly. 

What irony. Jonathan had received special 
permission to alter the certification virtual reality 
training program. He had hounded the certification 
board for weeks to replace the standard ship program 
with a special program he wrote which allows him to 
fly a virtual replica of his own personal spaceship. He 
had complained it was the only ship he will ever fly 
and could not train on anything else, period. 


The flight instructor, a former drill sergeant, 
stormed up to Jonathan. Jonathan cowered slightly 
expecting to be attacked. The instructor is an elderly 
woman with short curly hair wearing a white blouse, 
skirt, and heels. She still looked incredibly fit and 
intimidating for her age and her physique still showed 
it. Pm sure, even at her age, she could outperform any 
person in this room with very little problem. 

“Jonathan,” she angrily said, pointing her index 
finger at Jonathan’s face as she bent over to look at 
him straight in the eyes, “At this rate you will never 
get recertified. You will never fly again and that piece 
of junk you call a ship will never see the darkness of 
space again!” 

Jonathan slumped over feeling agitated апа 
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dejected. Every astronaut must be recertified, even the 


biggest idiots in the solar system. 


The End. 
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